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ABSTRACT 
 
We live in a time in which toxic masculinity continues to run rampant, and in 
which sexuality continues to be demonized. When it comes to models of loving and 
living as a queer person, it often feels that there are two options- the politics of queer 
sexual liberation, of new conceptions of relationships and intimacy, or homonormative, 
assimilationist politics. My work for this thesis explores this range, and aims to work 
against toxic masculinity and the shaming of sex. I think about the abusive relationships 
I’ve experienced as connected to larger systems of violence—systems which threaten 
our sense of self and complicate our relationship to our own bodies, as well as to those 
of others. It is in the face of this alienation and despite these challenges that I am 
emboldened to speak to my identity and experiences as a queer person.   1
 
My work for this thesis includes a series of drawings and paintings depicting 
groups of naked men gathered in a variety of couplings. Bright chalk pastel and oil paint 
are employed to heighten the sensuality and the fantastical nature of these communal 
scenes. In the represented situations, it is unclear exactly what brings everyone 
together. These paintings serve to complicate existing representations of queer men, 
and more generally the history of how men have been depicted in painting. I aim to 
create humanizing and celebratory images of queer intimacy and sex, of men 
connecting, being vulnerable with and caring for one another, and challenging 
normative modes of relating. 
 
These works deal with my search for community and connection as a queer 
person, and the attempts to create spaces in which we can embody our politics. These 
spaces are crucial, despite their flaws and shortcomings. And with the pressures placed 
upon us, it is more radical than ever to take the time to locate care, presence, and 
touch, and to create environments in which to gather.  
 
I have been interested in what it means to identify as queer, and examining what 
it means for me in relationship to my painting practice. This has entailed what one might 
expect: a search through history to contextualize my experience, looking to 
contemporary queer painters, as well as an examination of myself and my experiences 
of love, sex, and intimacy.  What follows is an attempt to weave some of these 
explorations together. 
 
1 ​Hobbes, Michael. "Why Didn't Gay Rights Cure Gay Loneliness?" The Huffington Post. 
March 01, 2017. Accessed December 03, 2018. 
https://highline.huffingtonpost.com/articles/en/gay-loneliness/. 
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LOOKING-FOR: INTRO 
 
Looking-for emphasizes the active nature of desire: it gets at a longing, and a seeking. 
 
There is looking-for an explanation to one’s feelings, looking-for how to come to terms, 
looking-for the first, looking-for the next, looking-for community, looking-for historical 
context, looking-for examples, or models; looking-for other ways, looking-for agency, 
looking-for love, sex, pleasure, companionship; looking-for new ways of relating, of 
structuring or de-constructing; looking-for models, ways of living… 
 
Looking-for signs, looking-for ways of presenting.  
 
Those early years of looking-for others, trying to tell if they might “be”— the haunting 
looking-for whether something is there or not. 
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LOOKING-FOR: NEW HOPE 
 
Growing up in New Hope, Pennsylvania has had an impact on my art practice in 
several ways: both with its history as an artist colony and hub of Pennsylvania 
Impressionism, but also it’s more recent history as a hippie haven, and gay and lesbian 
destination. 
 
New Hope is a small town on the Delaware River located on the border of 
Pennsylvania and New Jersey. It became an artist colony in the early 20th century, and 
was the center of “New Hope” or “Pennsylvania Impressionism.” It was never a unified 
style, but instead borrowed from a range of European modes of Impressionism. My 
introduction to oil painting in high school was informed by the methods and philosophies 
of the Pennsylvania Impressionists, and Impressionism in general—with a focus on the 
relationship between man and nature, the experience of sight, and bodily sensation. 
 
New Hope’s history as a refuge for the LGBT community, as well as a hippie 
haven in an otherwise rural/suburban area, was widely known when I was growing up 
there. I constantly heard stories of a more colorful, utopic past, which according to 
varying accounts was located in the 1960s, 1970s, and or 1980s. Many galleries, queer 
spaces, and other gathering spaces closed over the years—due to the public pressure 
during the AIDS crisis years, rising rents, housing development, and more. Hearing 
about these spaces and the heyday of my hometown always gave me a sense that I 
existed in close proximity to a utopic space—but one that existed before I had access to 
it, and which I might never experience.  
 
This was even echoed in the house I grew up in in New Hope, which had 
previously been a gay bed and breakfast in the woods. Stories abound of the parties 
that took place there, all of which came to a halt when the AIDS crisis struck not only 
the owners of the property but many of those who frequented it.  
 
To think back to the apparent height of places like my hometown, or my 
childhood home, in the 60s through the 80s, is to think back to a pre-AIDS era, full of 
the sense of possibility that sexual liberation promised. This is underlined by stories of 
the generation lost to HIV/AIDS, and in thinking about mentors I will never have. This 
narrative plays into my search for community and the feeling that there was an earlier 
time in which there was a queer or LGBT community to which I could have existed and 
been a part of.  
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LOOKING-FOR: CONTEXT 
 
The current political moment heightens the urgency of questions pertaining to the 
artist’s role, and the available avenues for responding to the demands of such a 
moment. While most painters experience this anxiety, it must be articulated: I find 
myself questioning the meaning of painting in my studio, pushing pigments around 
various surfaces- particularly from the white, cis male perspective. Three artists in 
particular have served as models for me in thinking about my responsibilities as an artist 
and thinking through these questions: David Wojnarowicz, Patrick Angus, and Hugh 
Steers.  
 
“Close to the Knives” is a memoir by David Wojnarowicz, and was my 
introduction to the artist. The memoir haunted me, and provided a lens through which to 
view the present. Wojnarowicz speaks to the power of private moments being made 
public, regardless of what they are, and the ability of these stories to “disrupt:” 
 
Sexuality defined in images gives me comfort in a hostile world. They give me strength.               
I have always loved my anonymity and therein lies a contradiction because I also              
find comfort in seeing representations of my private experiences in the public            
environment. They need not be representations of my experiences—they can be           
the experiences of and by others that merely come close to my own or else               
disrupt the generic representations that have come to be the norm in the various              
medias outside my door.  2
 
 Wojnarowicz made work that addressed the reactionary politics and 
conservative backlash that threatened his life and the lives of those living through the 
AIDS crisis. Wojnarowicz’s writing is unapologetic, and does not shy away from rage, or 
from seeming biased, or on edge. Wojnarowicz uses these things to push the reader, to 
make the reader bear witness to his life, and to see his life in a larger context. His 
writing affirms the power of the deeply personal to disrupt the status quo, and to serve 
as a tool for the marginalized in speaking truth to power.  
 
Patrick Angus’s paintings of gay bars, strip clubs, porn theaters, and other 
primarily homosocial spaces disrupted generic representations of queer sexuality. 
Angus produced empathetic depictions of homosocial spaces in the 80s before and 
throughout the AIDS crisis. This was a time in which sexuality was demonized and in 
2 ​Wojnarowicz, David. ​Close to the Knives: A Memoir of Disintegration​. Edinburgh: Canongate Books, 
2017. 
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which many of these spaces shuttered due to the hysteria and social pressures of the 
moment.  
 
Angus’ works are based on spaces the artist frequented, but they are painted 
entirely from memory, due to the sensitive nature of these spaces—Angus did not want 
to disturb the privacy and anonymity of these environments by sketching or 
photographing. Instead, he returned to his studio after a night out and drew out as much 
from memory as possible. The paintings become both documentation and the imagining 
of an experience. They might not be exact representations of his experience, or mine, 
but they are particular environments and experiences that I have not had (no porn 
theaters currently exist, for example). In this way they disrupt the “generic 
representations that have come to be the norm in the various media outside my door.”  3
 
Hugh Steers’s paintings of men caring for each other are also a model for my 
work. Like Angus and Wojnarowicz, Steers was making work through the height of the 
AIDS crisis. The images Steers makes are earnest, and often heartbreaking. His 
paintings function like Wojnarowicz’s writings: they are raw, and bring private moments 
into the public. Color and lighting serve the emotional register of each painting, often to 
dramatize the acts the viewer is witnessing in each piece.  
I resonate with art writer and curator Emily Colluci’s assessment of Steers’ work: 
 
And this is refreshing because ever since Trump was elected, artists have been trying to 
articulate what exactly it means to be an artist at a time of necessary political 
engagement… can it be just making paintings showing care in a time when 
anyone who is perceived as Other is at risk?  4
 
In a November 2017 ​Artsy​ piece titled “Why Young Queer Artists Are Trading 
Anguish For Joy,” Stephen Truax describes the work of emerging queer artists whose 
work I see in relationship to Colucci’s framing of Hugh Steers:  Louis Fratino, Michael 
Stamm, T.M. Davy, and Doron Langberg, among others. I’ve looked at their work for a 
few years now, and I also think about them when I question my role as a queer man 
making paintings in 2019. 
 
3 ​Wojnarowicz, David. ​Close to the Knives: A Memoir of Disintegration​. Edinburgh: Canongate Books, 
2017. 
4 ​Colucci, Emily. "And We Watched The World As It Fell Past: Domestic Intimacy As Activism Hugh 
Steers's "The Nullities of Life"." Filthy Dreams. July 01, 2018. Accessed December 03, 2018. 
https://filthydreams.org/2018/07/01/and-we-watched-the-world-as-it-fell-past-domestic-intimacy-as-activis
m-hugh-steerss-the-nullities-of-life/. 
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The article makes the case that young queer artists have a wider range of 
options to choose from in terms of tone when making their work, due to the historical 
moment. Artists in the 1980s, says Truax, had to make urgent, abrasive, in-your-face 
work due to the urgent political climate and the AIDS crisis. The artists highlighted 
apparently aren’t restricted by these limited options: they don’t have to work from a 
place of anguish, and instead can speak to their experiences through joy.  5
 
While these artists certainly utilize joy, I do not think of any of their work as 
limited to that emotional register in terms of content. There is a radicality in the way that 
Louis Fratino depicts loving, sensual, peaceful relationships, and the idea of queer 
domesticity. So many narratives around gay men are fraught with tragedy, heartbreak, 
and death—choosing to create and depict a world in which such intimacy, and pleasure 
are possible is important.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5 ​Truax, Stephen. "Why Young Queer Artists Are Trading Anguish for Joy." 11 Artworks, Bio & Shows on 
Artsy. November 07, 2017. Accessed December 03, 2018. 
https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-young-queer-artists-trading-anguish-joy. 
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LOOKING-FOR: FORM 
 
I am emboldened by the political climate to continue to address my sexuality and 
identity in my painting practice. But in doing so, a series of questions have emerged: 
what does it mean to be queer and paint, and is there such a thing as queer painting? 
Queer aesthetics? Is a painting queer if it depicts two men having sex? Would it be 
queer because I painted it?  
 
Art historian and writer William J. Simmons has proposed the term “queer 
formalism”, which he details in his “Notes on Queer Formalism,” a 
stream-of-consciousness list of musings on many of the questions I posed above. The 
term has been further taken up by David Getsy, Jennifer Doyle, and artists Nicole 
Eisenman and Amy Sillman.  
 
To me queer formalism is about embodiment. How does a politics and an identity 
get reflected in form? It is also a question of whether the formal aspects of a work can 
embody a limitlessness and pluralism that queer theory proposes. It’s about what it 
means to be queer. It’s also about affect, and giving complex and unsavory emotions 
form. Queer formalism starts with the body and with the self: how do I present myself, 
and how does this communicate my queerness? Is there a queer look? And how is that 
limiting and problematic and essentializing? Can painting, or other media, embody 
queer formalism/aesthetics- can the material itself embody certain emotions or ideas? 
 
Artist/activist Avram Finklestein curated FOUND: Queer Archeology, Queer 
Abstraction at the Leslie Lohman Museum in New York in 2017. In his accompanying 
text “Queering Queer Abstraction”, Finkelstein addresses these questions of mine and 
questions how legibility operates:  
 
Visualizations of sexuality have tended to focus almost exclusively on          
bodies and their couplings as recognizable signs of queer         
sensibilities. Such a privileging of images of erotic objects has the           
effect of caricaturing sexuality as sexual activity (even as something          
to be defended and celebrated) while replaying the regulatory         
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compulsion to produce evidence of existence—to ​appear as lesbian,         
gay, bisexual, homosexual, or queer.  6
 
Gordon Hall, in “Object Lessons” raises similar questions about how 
queerness appears in artwork. Can it be more than the typical symbols we 
associate with the idea of queerness, more than pink and glitter? 
 
Without dicks, vaginas, menstrual blood, references to Jean Genet, 
cum, anuses, bondage, surgery scars, reclaimed pronouns, 
reclamation of the male/female ga(y)ze, sidelong glances cast at 
Woman’s Work (Womyn’s Werq), etc. etc. ec. HOW DO WE 
KNOW IT’S FEMINIST/QUEER?  7
 
My work often includes clear depictions of dicks and sometimes anuses, 
but overall, that is not the dominant imagery. Pink is not used with the intent to 
forcefully denote queerness- when the color is employed, it has to do with the 
emotional register of the image. While much of the work depicts groups of men, 
the primary project is a depiction of care, of a different kind of relation taking 
place between people. It is a non-normative relationship to one another- one 
that is unclear, and unstable.  
 
In painting scenes of communal gatherings of queer people in an urban space, I 
have thought about and looked at Nicole Eisenman’s beer garden paintings. Simmons 
references the paintings in his Notes on Queer Formalism, and describes them as 
embodying queer formalism’s sense of solidarity, quoting Eisenman: 
 
Last year, when I painted my first beer-garden scene, I immediately 
wanted to keep painting them, to paint them for the rest of my life...It's 
where we go to socialize, to commiserate about how the world is a fucked 
up place. It is healthy to look at sadness in the world, and in yourself, and 
to dwell on it for a little while."  8
 
 
 
6 ​Henry, Joseph. "Queering Queer Abstraction." The Brooklyn Rail. Accessed December 03, 2018. 
https://brooklynrail.org/2017/10/artseen/Queering-Queer-Abstraction. 
7 ​Hall, Gordon. "Object Lessons: Thinking Gender Variance Through Minimalist Sculpture." ​Artjournal​, 
2013. 
8 ​Simmons, William J. "Notes on Queer Formalism." Big Red & Shiny. November 12, 2015. Accessed 
December 03, 2018. http://bigredandshiny.org/2929/notes-on-queer-formalism/. 
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LOOKING FOR: CONNECTION 
 
The nostalgia I’ve described for the 60’s/70’s, and the idea of utopic community 
spaces that used to exist, informs my fascination with the history of 
consciousness-raising groups in the United States in the 1960’s and 70’s. Feminist 
consciousness-raising groups created a space in which women could share their stories 
and piece together how their problems were part of something larger.  9
 
Feminist Kathie Sarachild wrote in 1969: "We assume that our feelings are telling 
us something from which we can learn... that our feelings mean something worth 
analyzing... that our feelings are saying something ​political…”  10
 
Consciousness-raising caught on with gay liberation activists at the time as well, 
as well as with other identity groups. We see echoes of these ideas in the growing 
popularity of men’s cuddle groups in the US and abroad in major cities, including 
London and Berlin. The language of consciousness-gathering is used to describe the 
goals of these groups. A Philadelphia area group, “Men’s Therapeutic Cuddle Group” 
says the gatherings are a way to not only process and deal with past traumas, but are 
also a space in which men can reflect upon toxic masculinity, and questions of gender.   11
 
Last summer, I attended a queer men’s consciousness-raising festival in Berlin, 
Germany called Stretch. I was in the city for a month-long artist residency, and was 
intrigued by the event description when I came across it my first week there (I’d also just 
gone through a breakup).The gathering was to be a space in which one could explore 
“the interface of bodywork, mindfulness, art, movement, sexuality, psychology, 
spirituality, gender, identity, ritual, performance and social engagement.”  12
 
9 ​Susan Brownmiller. ​In Our Time: Memoir of a Revolution​. p. 21. 
10 “Appendix.” ​Redstockings Feminist Revolution​, by Kathie Sarachild, Redstockings, 1975, p. 202. 
 
11 Zanotti, Emily. “Men's Only 'Cuddling Group' Aims To Redefine Masculinity For The Millennial 
Generation.” ​Daily Wire​, The Daily Wire, 26 Mar. 2019, 
www.dailywire.com/news/45144/mens-only-cuddling-group-aims-redefine-masculinity-emily-zanotti. 
 
12 “Workshops.” ​STRETCH​, www.stretch-berlin.com/. 
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Workshops ranged from creative writing, to improvisational dance, to group 
massage, to solo masturbation. People were encouraged, within the limits of the retreat, 
to express themselves sexually in whatever ways they needed. This meant that while 
eating lunch, you might see someone getting a blowjob on the couch. There were also 
several workshops meant to specifically address sexual experimentation- a spanking 
workshop, among others.  
 
Most of the workshops dealt with meditating on touch, and being intentional 
about how one touched others. We had conversations about traumas, love, sex, and 
gender- all of which required a sense of vulnerability, especially with a large group of 
mostly naked strangers. This sharing brought people close, and within the first hour of 
the retreat, almost everyone greeted each other with a peck on the cheek, or lips.  
 
Over the course of the retreat, I became hyper aware of how people were 
interacting. I also had questions about touch, and what it meant for it to be seemingly 
endlessly dispersed, and freely shared. In a concentrated environment, we were living 
out ideals of sexual liberation and free love, and creating a space where folks could 
relate to one another in a different way than they might otherwise.  
 
This experience has led to my thesis work, in which I am depicting locations 
where different kinds of sexual and interpersonal relation are possible. My work depicts 
a willingness on everyone’s part to make themselves open, and be vulnerable. People 
are signing themselves up to be touched and accessed emotionally in ways they might 
not normally grant. We don’t know who is healing, and who is being healed, and at 
times we don’t know how or why people are touching. 
 
In my paintings of groups of nude men, I am depicting the male form as capable 
of emotional vulnerability and connection. In celebrating men in this way, the work 
challenges the ways in which men and men’s bodies have been depicted historically, 
and how the male form has functioned. In this way the work contributes to and reflects 
questions I am posing about how we relate to masculinity, and notions of manhood. In 
this sense, I do not want to equate manhood or masculinity with genitalia.  
 
Depicting these sites where new ways of being are explored, and in which one’s 
sexuality is foregrounded, challenges our normative understandings of intimacy and 
sex, and continues to be controversial. If you look at the National Endowment for the 
Arts, and the times at which they have pulled grants and acquiesced to conservative 
backlash, it has pertained to queer artists. Whether it is the controversies that 
surrounded Wojnarowicz, or Serrano, or more recent targeting of the NEA by 
13 
conservative groups for funding Boston queer theater company, the Theater Offensive, 
we see that, despite the art world’s recognition of queer artists and content, that 
representing these realities and fantasies is disruptive, and contributes to a dialogue 
about the politics and representations of the body.   13
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
13 ​Rohloff, Katherine. "Government Agency Funds 'Trans Theater Works' With Taxpayer Dollars." The 
Daily Signal. June 11, 2018. Accessed December 03, 2018. 
https://www.dailysignal.com/2018/06/11/government-agency-funds-trans-theater-works-with-taxpayer-doll
ars/. 
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Watching (Herring Cove), oil and chalk pastel on panel, 12x16 inches 2018 
17 
press, oil and pastel on mounted paper, 12x16 inches, 2018 
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locker room, oil and chalk pastel on panel, 12x16 inches, 2018 
19 
meeting, oil and acrylic on panel, 12x16 inches, 2018
20 
reversal, oil and chalk pastel on panel, 12x16 inches, 2018
21 
lick and smoke, oil and chalk pastel on canvas, 40x54 inches, 2019
22 
untitled, chalk pastel and acrylic on canvas, 50x50 inches, 2019
23 
untitled (Hasenheide), oil and chalk pastel on canvas, 72x60 inches, 2018-19 
24 
untitled (genital meditation), oil and chalk pastel on canvas, 54x72 inches, 2019
25 
untitled, oil on canvas, 66x52 inches, 2019 
26 
untitled (cuddle puddle IV), oil and chalk pastel on canvas, 60x72 inches, 2019 
27 
untitled (cuddle puddle III), oil on canvas, 40x50 inches, 2019
28 
untitled (cuddle puddle I), chalk pastel on canvas, 40x50 inches, 2018 
29 
untitled (dance), oil and chalk pastel on canvas, 42x52 inches, 2018 
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